What is your research and your experience with it?
The research done at the Kerfoot lab investigates the contribution of B cells to tissue pathology and multiple sclerosis (MS). We're also interested in the different roles B cells may play in chronic inflammatory diseases. All this research actually came about due to an accident in timing. When I was a PhD student, we were investigating inflammation of the central nervous system in mouse models of MS and mechanisms of how cells got into the brain. This was done by using a lot of intravital microscopy which images live cells and events in tissues. After that, I left the field to pursue postdoctoral research in the states where we looked at basic B cell biology, again using intravital microscopy. Around that time, some trials of a human drug that depletes B cells were tested in MS. Its effectiveness was very surprising for a lot of people because up until that time, it was thought that B cells didn't contribute to disease. Now, it's all about combining B cell biology with inflammation of the CNS which is what we focus on in my lab.
Research is both frustrating and exciting at the same time because you get to learn things and try new things that nobody has done before. The process of trying to figure out something is frustrating but when you learn something new from it, it's incredibly exciting! There are very few jobs that give you the opportunity to do that so I'm very lucky. As researchers, we learn many new things but it's important to share it as well, so teaching and communication is another part of my job that I enjoy. However, there are downfalls that come along with research. In the last few years, funding for research has been difficult for everyone and it has hampered scientific growth in Canada. Trying to work around these limitations hasn't been easy but we're still here doing good work and learning a lot.
What inspired you to pursue research?
As an undergrad, I wasn't the kind of student that knew exactly what I wanted to do. I started off with a degree in zoology. It was all about taking things apart and figuring out how things worked. I also did an honours project in a clinical immunology lab which initially piqued my interest in immunology. After that, I didn't go to school for a year and worked instead but what drew me back was the big picture of research and answering questions. It took me a while but I realized I was better at graduate school than undergrad.
What's it like to work with mice when you're allergic to them?
I actually developed allergies to mice as a grad student. You just learn to manage it-wash your hands a lot and don't touch your face. As with everything, there are hazards but you learn to work through it anyways because it's not so debilitating that you can't work.
What do you enjoy doing outside of research (i.e. Hobbies)?
My personal hobbies change often. It's usually things that involve mental discipline. I used to do a lot of deep-sea technical diving in cold water. Now, I'm often seen riding a bike for hours on the roads of our city. I enjoy photography and also playing Pokémon cards and video games like Mario Kart with my kid. He always beats me.
Tell me about some of your tattoos
All my tattoos symbolize things. On my left forearm, there's a microscope. I love old microscopes and they've always contributed greatly to the science community. It also plays a big role in my own research so it's a big part of my life. On my right arm, there's a treeline and a person on a canoe. For me, that's a quiet space. I can look down while I'm writing my grants and it reminds me of being out in the wilderness in a canoe, watching a loon. I love loons because they have sorrowful call and you often hear them singing at you when you're at a campfire by the lake.
Western Undergraduate Research Journal FACULTY PROFILE
What do you look for in undergrad research students?
Almost everyone in our lab is part of a program such as Work Study or a thesis project. Our lab isn't big enough to take volunteers. It's important to remember that we're a small group of different people so it's important for us to get along because we spend so much time with each other. Responsibility plays a big role in this since we're a team and we need to support each other in that. Work Study students play an important role in our lab by helping to genotype mouse colonies and keep the lab running smoothly. In that, we look for students who can learn techniques and be reliable.
Thesis or grad students that do well in the lab are generally those who are smart but are also creative and innovative. They're usually people who have a hobby and aren't afraid to try new things to teach themselves how things work. For example, a lot of what we do in the lab is trying to creatively ask questions or coming up with a creative experiment to answer a question without being confined to what's already being done in the lab. As their training progresses further, it will ultimately be their responsibility to figure out how to do things. We want someone who can understand context; who can alternately think in the small picture and the big picture. They should also be pretty good with their hands since we do some microvascular surgery on mice in the lab. Dr. Kate Parham, for example, is a postdoc in the lab who does small surgery on the legs of mice where she exposes the lymph nodes but needs to leave all the blood vessels intact. She also makes movies using live image data taken from microscopy, just as I had done back in my postdoctoral research.
To learn more on Dr. Kerfoot's lab and research, please visit their website:
